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Surat Shabd Yoga ... and John E. Fetzer's Association With It 

By Thomas Beaver 
Fetzer Memorial Trustee 
August, 2018 

I. Background: Radhasoami Satsang (Beas), Eckankar, Movement of Spiritual 
Inner Awareness (MSIAJ 

Surat Shabd Yoga is a meditation practice which, according to its traditional history, 
spread south into Northern India from Persia around 1,000 years ago. Well-known 
mystics of that era who were said to be teachers of the practice (called Satgurus) 
included: in Persia, Jalal ad-DIn Muhammad Rumi (1207-1293) and his guru Shams 
Tabrizi, and Sheikh Farid (1173-1265), and, in mid-India, Namdev (1270-1350). 

The basics of the practice involve an initiation by a living Satguru into the 
meditation practice, which consists of a long daily period of meditation (l/10 th of 
the day at minimum). The meditation is comprised of the following: sitting, eyes 
closed, with focus at the 3 rd eye or crown chakra, while repeating five words, each 
one representing the deity of each of the five 'higher realms’ above the physical 
realm. The practice has the effect of'withdrawing one’s attention’ from the body 
and up-into the third eye and/or crown chakra, at which point a powerful sound 
(the "Shabd," or "Unspoken Word," or "Sound Current") comes in and carries the 
meditator up and out of the body and into these higher regions, all the while 
accompanied (inwardly) by the guru. In the Northern Indian version of this tradition 
it is said that there is always at least one Satguru on the planet to teach this 
meditation, and often more than one. There are a few ancillary requirements for an 
initiate as well: (i) eating a lacto-vegetarian diet (milk products allowed), (ii) being a 
teetotaler—no alcohol or recreational drugs, and (iii) sexual abstinence outside of 
legal marriage. And finally, no money was to be charged to initiates for the 
teachings, or for the initiation, etc. 

In the mid-15 th century, a prominent Northern India Satguru of the practice named 
Nanak (1469-1539) was the first guru of a "gadhi" or "seat” of ten Satgurus that 
taught (that is, initiated followers into) the practice in the Punjab province. These 
gurus’ philosophy was written down (mainly by the 5 th guru in the chain) into the 
holy book, The Granth Sahib . The philosophy expressed in the Granth Sahib contains 
much of mainstream Hindu philosophy, but also describes this particular meditation 
practice of hearing the Shabd and traveling up and out of the body on this Sound 
Current and into higher spiritual realms, accompanied by the Satguru. By the time of 
the tenth guru in this line, in the early 1800's, there were 100,000+ followers of the 
gadhi, who were calling themselves called "Sikhs." These Sikhs were under ever- 
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increasing military persecution from the Muslim Moghul emperor in Delhi, and so 
the tenth guru did not leave an 11th successor. Instead he declared the Granth Sahib 
to be the "Shabd” (The Word), and the Sikh Religion and nation were born. 

[For the information on the Indian version of Surat Shabd contained in the following 
ten paragraphs, I used the following as references: Radhasoami Reality by Prof. 

Mark Juergensmeyer, and the Radha Soami Satsang (Beas) books, Call of the Great 
Master by Daryai Lai Kapoor, and With a Great Master in India by Julian Johnson.] 

Despite the appearance of the formal Sikh Religion at the beginning of the 19 th 
century, the Surat Shabd meditation practice continued to be taught and passed 
along on a small, private scale in the Delhi area, until in 1865, a man named Shiv 
Dayal Singh (1818-1878) began publicly offering initiation into the meditation 
practice once again, with himself as Satguru. Shortly before the death of Shiv Dayal 
Singh (known as Soami Ji), he commissioned five persons as "successor gurus” (of 
what has evolved from these five has come to be called, "Sant Mat," or "Teachings of 
the Saints”)—one of whom, Jaimal Singh (1839-1903), was sent back up to the 
Punjab to commence with initiating followers as Satguru there, establishing a gadhi 
in a village called Beas. This gadhi became known as Radha Soami (that is, Lord of 
the Soul) Satsang Beas (RSSB). 

By the 1940's there were over 100,000 initiates of Radha Soami Satsang Beas, with 
Sawan Singh (1858-1948) as Satguru. In 1948, when Sawan Singh (known as The 
Great Master) died, leaving Jagat Singh (1884-1951) as successor in Beas, one of the 
prominent members of the Beas Satsang, Kirpal Singh (1894-1974), separated from 
RSSB, left the Punjab, went south to Delhi and started initiating there as Satguru (his 
group became known as Ruhani Satsang). Kirpal Singh came to America now and 
again in the 1950’s and 60’s, where he gave discourses and did some initiations. 

[Note: for the information in the following half-dozen paragraphs on Eckankar and 
MSIA, I used the book, The Guru in America, pp. 55-61, by Andrea Diem-Lane. Ms. 
Lane and her husband, David Lane, were closely associated with Mark 
Juergensmeyer, author of Radhasoami Reality ]. 

One of Kirpal Singh’s American initiates was a man named Paul Twitchell, who was 
initiated in 1955. In 1965 Twitchell started his own spiritual organization, Eckankar. 
With Eckankar, Twitchell borrowed heavily from the RSSB philosophy and practice 
(Twitchell’s Eckankar books were in large part copied verbatim from RSSB books, 
with some Sanskrit names of the various deities changed). However, instead of 
teaching that there were five higher regions, he taught that there were twelve, with 
twelve different sounds—and that an initiate would need 12 separate initiations, for 
each of the levels. Here Twitchell was similar to Transcendental Meditation in a 
couple ways: one was that the Eckankar initiator chooses from a list of words in 
selecting each mantra for each initiate, so each initiate receives a unique mantra; 
additionally, the Eckankar practice called for the TM requirement of two twenty- 
minute periods of meditation each day, a drastic reduction from Sant Mat’s required 
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minimum daily sitting of 2 1/2 hours. Additionally, Eckankar dropped the three 
ancillary requirements of vegetarianism, teetotaler-ism, and sexual abstinence 
outside of marriage. And dropped as well was the precept of charging no money for 
the teachings, or for the initiations, etc. 

One of the subscribers to the Eckankar discourses in this period of the mid-to-latter 
1960’s was a man named Roger Hinkins. Hinkins, at the time, was a high school 
English teacher in Rosemead, California. He was listed as an Eckankar convener in 
Rosemead and had attained (received) the first and second Eckankar initiations. In 
1963 he underwent a kidney stone operation, which sent him into a coma. When he 
came out of the coma he found that there was another consciousness with him, 
which he identified as John, the Biblical John the Beloved - and thus Roger Hinkins 
became John-Roger. He began holding meetings or "seminars" as they were known, 
presenting spiritual teachings. By 1971 he had founded his own spiritual 
organization, The Movement of Spiritual Inner Awareness (MSIA, which is an 
acronym for "Messiah"), with himself as guru (which he called "The Mystical 
Traveler"). 

J-R’s MSIA teachings and practices were/are a mixture of RSSB and Eckankar 
principles: 

• J-R taught that there were five higher realms, with five sounds. This is akin to 
RSSB, and the mantra-names he used were the same as those of RSSB, though two 
were/are in a different order. 

• Similar to Eckankar, MSIA students received separate initiations for each level—in 
this case, five initiations—with students having to apply separately for each 
succeeding one based on inner experiences of initiation that were confirmed by 
the Traveler. 

• J-R prescribed two hours of meditation per day. 

• The ancillary requirements which were dropped by Eckankar (vegetarianism, 
teetotaler-ism, and sexual semi-abstinence), remained dropped by MSIA. 

• As mentioned, MSIA does not use the word "guru" or "Satguru" for their spiritual 
leader/teacher. Instead they use "The Mystical Traveler," which is the phrase they 
use to refer to the consciousness that John-Roger began expressing when he came 
out of his 1963 coma. 

There are differences in the descriptions of'the five higher realms' in the RSSB and 
MSIA teachings: 

In Radha Soami (Beas), the regions are laid out as follows, in ascending order. (It 
should also be noted that, in RSSB tradition, each of the higher inner regions has a 
"god" or "deity" that the Satguru introduces the meditator to as he/she passes 
through the region ... and each region also has a unique, and increasingly powerful- 
yet-fine sound which is the "energy" of the region which carries the meditator 
through it): 

• A preliminary region "above" the crown chakra, where the initiate meets the 
Satguru (inwardly), and travels upward from there with him. 


Surat Shabd Yoga 


Page 3 of 9 



• (i) the astral plane ... the realm of the mind, whose sound is a large bell or conch ... 
this is a complex region which looks like 'a thousand petal lotus’ of lights (akin to a 
lit Christmas tree, with each light holographically containing the whole of the lit 
tree). At the top of the astral plane is an upward-spiraling 'crooked tunnel', 
connecting it to ... 

• (ii) the causal plane ... the plane of the higher mind, whose sound is that of 
thunder. At the top of the causal plane is a "void region" of intense darkness, 
through which an inner-traveler cannot cross without getting lost without the 
light of the Satguru. Making it through this void with the guru at his side, the 
meditator reaches ... 

• (iii) a region consisting of a mountain lake, in which the soul bathes and is washed 
clean of the last vestiges of the mind. Its sound is that of a stringed instrument. An 
initiate attaining this level becomes free of the "wheel of reincarnation" (prior to 
this attainment, a person spends his "time between incarnations" in the astral 
plane, or in rare instances, in the causal). 

• (iv) a spiritual plane consisting of a whirling cave, whose sound is that of a flute ... 
traveling upward to... 

• (v) a spiritual region of pure, indescribable brightness and "unconditional Love," 
whose sound is that of bagpipes. 

• and upward into even higher spiritual regions of brightness and light, but which 
have no sound per se. 

In MSIA, the five regions are described as follows: 

• (i) the Astral plane ... the realm of imagination 

• (ii) the Causal plane ... the realm of the emotions 

• (iii) the Mental plane ... the realm of the mind 

• (iv) the Etheric plane ... the 'void' realm of the unconscious mind 

• (v) the Soul plane (the first realm of pure Spirit) at which point the Soul is free of 

the "wheel of reincarnation". Reaching the Soul plane, the initiate takes a new 
initiation (or initiations) to proceed through what John-Roger referred to as the 
25 levels above the Soul level—maybe with J-R as guru, or perhaps with a 
different "Mystical Traveler". 

It is pertinent to note that John-Roger became a controversial figure in the late 
1980’s. The Los Angeles Times wrote on expose’ on him and MSIA in 1988 (based 
upon disputed evidence), which is referred to in the LA Times’ 2014 obituary of J-R 
( 2014 LA Times obituary. Tohn Roger ). And this expose’ affected how some of the 
Fetzer Institute Trustees viewed MSIA right through the first decade of the 21 st 
century. It is quite possible that since societal views of LBGT persons (J-R openly 
remarked to me in the early 1990’s that he was a gay man, which was widely 
rumored at the time) have greatly progressed between the 80’s—when gay people 
were still widely considered to be sexual deviants or even predators—and the time 
that this memo is being written (2018), J-R’s private life would no-doubt have been 
treated much more 'placidly' had he been alive and leading MSIA today. 

II. Jim Gordon, John Fetzer, and Surat Shabd 
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In 1979, Jim Gordon (Jim’s spiritual advisor for the last decade of Fetzer’s life, 1981- 
1991) began his regular trips to Kalamazoo, Michigan (the trips were annual, but 
he’d stay as long as a month when he was there), and by 1981 he had been 
introduced to John Fetzer. But the original reason Jim was coming to Kalamazoo was 
to speak as a "guest clairvoyant" at the annual Coptics Conventions (and American 
metaphysical group). In this period of time, from 1979-81, when coming to 
Michigan, Jim would stay with a Coptic teacher living just south of Kalamazoo—a 
man named Mike Wunderlin. And, though Mike was a long-time Coptic teacher, in 
1975 he had taken initiation into the RSSB version of Surat Shabd Yoga. And, by 

1983, Jim wrote to the Satguru of RSSB, Charan Singh, asking for initiation. 

By the 1980s, RSSB had as many as 3 million initiates in India (their monthly 
weekend gatherings in Beas would sometimes attract 1 million attendees). 
Additionally, there were perhaps 20,000 'British' (including Australian and New 
Zeeland) initiates, and perhaps another 20,000 initiates in the USA, this being the 
height of American youth’s attraction to Eastern Religion at the time, including to 
Indian gurus, etc. (Today, the number of Indian initiates has perhaps doubled from 
that era, but the numbers in America have declined). As stated, the Satguru in Beas 
was Charan Singh, the grandson of Sawan Singh. 

Jim had caught the Surat Shabd "bug”. And less than a year later, in the spring of 

1984, Jim 'ran into’ John-Roger when both were traveling in Egypt. Jim was leading a 
tour, and J-R was traveling around with a couple companions researching sites for 
an MSIA trip to the Holy Land. Jim recognized J-R as his 'teacher' from his past life 
experiences. And so, when Jim returned to the states, be quickly began the MSIA 
initiation process. 

And ... Jim strongly recommended to John Fetzer that he (Fetzer) do the same. The 
early-1980’s channelings that Jim was regularly doing for Jim also swung, starting in 
1983, in this direction. A couple examples follow: 

A May 24,1983 channeling by Jim of the Archangel Michael to the management of 
the Foundation (the "Core Group”) says: 

"An ancient call rides the winds this day calling man's soul homeward ... This call 
has been called many things ... The Call of God, The Unspoken Word ... " 

A January 30,1985 channeling by Jim of Mother Mary to the "Core Group" says: 

"... Each of you is striving to break the burdens and the attachment that karma holds 
on you. To do that you must enter a spiritual path of some form ... John-Roger is one 
who does this. Charan Singh, and Darshan Singh (the son and successor to Kirpal 
Singh) are individuals in India doing this. ... Study them and find the one that you 
feel comfortable with, and then follow it to the end. Follow it to liberation.” 
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By the beginning of 1986, John Fetzer became an initiate of John-Roger as well, 
receiving the special dispensation of 'getting all five names/initiations at the same 
time’. John was 85 years old at the time. 

And so, in June of 1986, at the urging of Jim Gordon, John Fetzer allowed a long-time 
Surat Shabd (RSSB) initiate, Tom Beaver, to move into his house with him. Tom was 
just 35 years old at the time—fifty years younger than Fetzer—but Tom had been a 
dedicated RSSB initiate for a dozen years—traveling many times to the Beas 'Dera' 
(ashram), etc. Tom’s job in the Fetzer house was, mainly, "to keep John Fetzer 
company when he wanted it” since Fetzer’s wife had just recently gone into a 
nursing home, and to help Fetzer to keep going with his daily (morning) Surat Shabd 
meditation practice. The Surat Shabd practice is done privately (not as group 
meditation), but John Fetzer would talk to Tom each morning about his meditation 
the night before. Tom would encourage him, and give him confidence that he could 
"make progress inside”, and John would tell Tom about any meditation experiences 
that he had, etc. 

John Fetzer also participated actively in MSIA’s "Insight Transformational Seminar” 
programs. John, with Tom in tow, took "Insight I," a three-evening plus two full day 
seminar, and then "Insight II," a more intensive five full day seminar sometimes 
done in a retreat setting. Fetzer loved these "trainings" as they were referred to. 
These were personal growth seminars with a spiritual underpinning (the Insight 
website says, "Insight Seminars are all about learning practical ways to live from 
your heart—the center of your authentic self”). 

III. John Fetzer, the Fetzer Institute, and Surat Shabd 

Going back to 1981, channelings were done by Jim Gordon for John Fetzer and for 
members of John’s "Monday Night Group" of spiritual friends/advisors, and also for 
the "Core Group" (Lloyd Swierenga, Chuck Spence, Bruce Fetzer, Carolyn Dailey) 
that was operating the Fetzer Foundation as its management team from 1983-85. 
The main "deliverables” from the channelings were semi-specific instructions as to 
the operation of the Foundation. 

For example: in the February 1983 Fetzer Foundation Board minutes it states: 
"Potential Goals from the Channelings” 

"Cato (one of the personalities Jim channeled) gives Three goals: 

1. Treatment of patients (non-surgical) [and] Development of [subtle energy] 
instrumentation 

2. Present ideas for development by industry and present them to [the] medical 
industry 

3. Educate medical industry of alternative treatments [and] Research for validity. 

"To achieve these goals, the Foundation should be divided into six programs: a 
research center for the development of holistic technology to manipulate the aura 
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and balance the kundalini energies of the chakras, a holistic health care center 
(presumably in Kalamazoo), other healing centers (presumably beyond Kalamazoo), 
an education center, a psychic research center, and a center for spiritual teaching.” 

However, once Jim started immersing himself and John in Surat Shabd yoga, the 
channelings took on a different trajectory—that of personal inner development 
through Surat Shabd meditation. 

Here are examples: 

As previously noted, a May 4,1983 channeling of the Archangel Michael for the Core 
Group on the individual Inner Call Home versus the Group Call said: 

"An ancient call rides the winds this day calling man's soul homeward ... This call 
has been called many things... The Call of God, the unspoken word ... Each person 
responds differently ..." 

In a July 21,1984 channeling of Kuan Yin (one of the Masters in some of the 
Theosophical groups) to John and “the group”: 

"... there should be a separation between "the foundation and the Spiritual Path,” to 
which end John should set up a "a church or non-profit organization" for Jim Gordon. 
Only in this way could he (Jim) "achieve physical liberation so God might do his 
work [exclusively] on spiritual planes.” 

In an October 30,1984 channeling ... Jesus spoke to John and Bruce Fetzer: 

"The idea of the Foundation came from spirit. But the goal of the Foundation is to 
serve the physical universe. ...” 

As we noted earlier, a January 30,1985 channeling to the Core Group urged them to 
study under a Surat Shabd guru of their choosing: 

"... each of you are striving to break the burdens and the attachment that karma 
holds on you. To do that you must enter a spiritual path of some form ... John-Roger 
is one who does this. Charan Singh, and Darshan Singh (the son and successor to 
Kirpal Singh) are individuals in India doing this. ... Study them and find the one that 
you feel comfortable with, and then follow it to the end. Follow it to liberation.” 

Also, when the Foundation hosted an Energy Medicine conference in India in early 
1987, RSSB Satguru Charan Singh gave a rare and surprising private interview in 
Delhi (right in the middle of a program being attended by over 1 million followers) 
to a "Fetzer delegation”—Jim Gordon, Tom Beaver, Fetzer Foundation Trustee 
Jeremy Waletzky, and Institute program staffer Michael Morton—in which the 
Satguru expressed his admiration for the work of the Fetzer Foundation. 

But by 1987 John had also brought in a "professional Board of Trustees” to help him 
guide the Foundation, replacing the Monday Night Group, and he hired Glen Olds as 
President to replace the Core Group. At this time John stopped sharing his ongoing 
channelings. And he did not share in any clear or concise manner his Surat Shabd 
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"life" with this new group of trustees, management, or staff (with a few notable 
exceptions: a couple of Foundation staff employees hired in the later 1980’s either 
were or became members of MSIA, though none of his management or Trustees 
were). 

John did make some references to MSIA teachings to his staff and board, though 
there was never any clear explanation or follow through as to what these words 
meant—their MSIA-meanings were never presented. These references were as 
follows: 

In his March 3,1989 "Board Meeting Opening Remarks," John wrote to his Fetzer 
Institute Board of Trustees a strong reference to MSIA: 

"I constantly draw on the energy of the Father for guidance. It had been my hope 
that the Foundation would also, and tenaciously so, ask the Father for guidance. 

"It’s my hope that all of us identified with this endeavor will seriously consider what 
it means to go through self-examination to the extent of seeking soul awareness, 
because if you can’t find your way on this great learning planet, it’s a tragedy. It’s a 
real tragedy." ("Soul awareness," as taught by MSIA, is becoming aware of oneself as 
a Soul having a human experience and thus viewing life from a higher perspective.) 

In the November 1990 Hologram Dedication Ceremony (John’s last appearance at 
the Institute)—speaking at the ceremony to the entire assembled Fetzer staff as well 
as Trustees and other friends, John said: 

"This Hologram is receiving, from the consciousness of the high order of 
Melchizedek (who Jim Gordon considered to be the original "Mystical 
Traveler"), a form of energy that the planet earth hasn't seen in many a 
decade. That form of energy is coming from the source of the highest level, 
directly from the throne of the highest Spirit. And for those of you that are 
ready to assume a path of development and advancement for yourself, now is 
the opportunity—because this new form of energy is at your disposal. It will 
lift you up and give you exposure of the very, very highest order of Deity. ... 
To all of you that are here, this is an opportunity that you may never have 
again. An opportunity is being extended here—a tremendous opportunity 
for everyone that is here, an opportunity that comes only once every 25,000 
years". 

According to Jim Gordon (as told by Jim to me, Tom Beaver) this 25,000-year 
reference was to an MSIA teaching that a Mystical Traveler appears on the planet 
only once every 25,000 years. 

In a 1986 Letter to Lloyd Swierenga (the Executive VP of the Fetzer Institute Core 
Group (John was President}), John wrote, "I feel that we are on the threshold of a 
new order where people by the thousands will seek enlightened change.... When 
that is found, it will allow us to go deeply inside ourselves and find Soul. That is 
where the oneness comes in. We are all one." (This "Soul" reference is to MSIA’s 
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teaching of becoming aware of ourselves as a Soul, as all one, when one reaches the 
Soul Plane in Surat Shabd meditation.) 


IV. Miscellaneous Items 

One footnote: it is of some interest that John’s final home, in Hawaii, hosted Surat 
Shabd programs in the years immediately following John’s death—in the early-mid 
1990’s. The successor to Charan Singh, Gurinder Singh, stayed at the house (then 
owned by Inner Light Ministries) twice, in both 1992 and again 1993, while hosting 
gatherings of followers in Honolulu. The 1992 visit is mentioned on page xii in the 
Preface to Mark Juergensmeyer’s 1996 edition of Radha Soami Reality (there was a 
third person at the Honolulu meeting with Gurinder Singh that Juergensmeyer 
references—me, Tom Beaver), and at that visit the whole program (for over 300 
persons) was done on the property. And not long after that program, John-Roger 
also stayed at the house and hosted an MSIA gathering there. 

A second footnote: Jim Gordon (and Inner Light Ministries) remained closely aligned 
with J-R and MSIA (and also with Insight) until the early 2000’s, when Jim named 
himself a guru and began initiating followers into Surat Shabd. Jim’s version of Surat 
Shabd is nearly identical to MSIA’s, except that Jim’s followers have to be teetotalers, 
and also that Jim’s five-name mantra (having learned from Tom Beaver that two of 
the mantra-names were in reverse order from RSSB’s) is in the same order as 
RSSB’s. 
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